





Realism has long been the focus of global IR’s criticism, but the former can contribute to the 
latter and thereby improve explanations of international relations. Global IR criticizes that 
realism supposedly applies universally, sidelines non-Western perspectives, and 
misunderstands much of foreign policy, grand strategy, and international affairs. Reviewing 
global IR’s case against realism, however, exposes avenues for realism to complement global 
IR. Realism can contribute to a more global understanding of international relations through 
its most recent variant: neoclassical realism (NCR). This newest realism allows for 
contextualization and historicization of drivers of state behavior. It can embrace and has 
already been engaging global questions and cases; global thought and concepts; and global 
perspectives and scholarship. Mapping 149 NCR publications produced by 96 scholars reveals 
a slow shift in knowledge production away from North America towards Europe and to a lesser 
extent Asia and Africa. Creative research designs and scholarly collaboration can put realism 
in fruitful conversation with global IR. This has implications for theory building and inclusive 
knowledge production in realism, global IR, and the wider discipline. Only when we discover 
new avenues for realists to travel can they contribute to a more global IR. In turn, if global IR 
scholars engage realism, they may be better able to address the Western versus non-Western 






state	behavior,	 and	balance	of	 power	 as	much	as	 it	 has	 invited	 criticism.	 This	 holds	 especially	 for	
neorealism,	 which	 has	 attracted	 criticism	 of	 its	 assumptions,	 concepts,	 and	 evidentiary	 record.	
Particularly	scathing	critiques	have	been	formulated	by	scholars	associated	with	global	IR	(Acharya,	
2014;	 Acharya	 and	 Buzan,	 2019;	 Chakrabarty,	 2000;	 Clapham,	 1996:	 3–4;	 Dunn,	 2003:	 11–12;	
Grovogui,	2006:	43–47;	Hobson,	2012;	Krishna,	2001;	Shilliam,	2010;	Tickner	and	Smith,	2020).	These	








Given	 this	 criticism,	 simply	 foregoing	 an	 evaluation	 of	 realism’s	 relevance	 for	 global	 IR	 is	
unsatisfactory.	If	realists	ignore	global	IR,	they	overlook	opportunities	to	develop	better	knowledge	
and	to	contribute	to	a	vast	new	body	of	research.	In	turn,	 if	global	IR	scholars	ignore	realism,	they	









Neoclassical	 realists	 argue	 that	 they	 can	 explain	 foreign	 policy,	 grand	 strategy,	 and	 international	
politics	that	a	more	parsimonious	neorealist	account	cannot.	They	usually	consider	their	contribution	
in	 light	 of	Western	 IR	 (Brawley,	 2009;	Rathbun,	 2008;	Ripsman	et	 al.,	 2016).	However,	 one	major	
challenge	NCR	faces—just	as	realism	and	the	wider	discipline—lies	in	the	Western-centrism	of	most	







directions.	 We	 introduce	 global	 IR’s	 case	 against	 realism,	 specifically	 global	 IR’s	 suggestion	 that	
parochial	knowledge	production	renders	neorealism’s	universalist	claims	analytically	circumspect	at	


















behavior.	Neorealism	claims	validity	across	 time,	culture,	and	space.	 It	 thus	naturalizes	 the	West’s	
problems,	concepts,	and	historical	experiences.	Hobson	suggests	that	realists	develop	a	framework	









This	 Western-centrism	 of	 neorealism	 is	 interwoven	 with	 Western-centric	 and	 elitist	 modes	 of	
knowledge	 production.	 Neorealism	 remains	 one	 of	 IR’s	 most-known	 and	 broadly	 received	
frameworks.	Interrogating	alternative	lenses	might	even	require	a	re-definition	of	the	parameters	of	
the	discipline.	Neorealism	is	thus	argued	to	exclude	and	silence	voices	that	interrogate	culturally	and	




















central	 to	 realism	 such	 as	 ‘anarchy’	 reflect	 IR’s	 Western	 bias.	 Sampson	 suggests	 that	 when	
conceptualizing	anarchy,	Waltz	maintains	“a	particular	conception	of	anarchy—tropical	anarchy—that	
portrays	the	international	system	as	‘primitive’”	(Sampson,	2002:	429).	This	conception	of	primitive	
originates	 in	 a	Western	 colonial	 view	 that	 “[t]he	 anarchical	 world—the	 state	 of	 nature—was	 the	
preserve	of	non-Europeans,	primitive	peoples”	(Henderson,	2013:	85-86).	Seth	and	Sabaratnam	argue	












This	group’s	 s	purpose	and	process	of	 theorizing	differs	 from	that	of	 realism.	This	group	theorizes	
ontologically	and	critically:	‘who	constructed	the	notion	of	anarchy,	how	did	they	construct	it,	and	for	
whom?’	They	point	to	the	biased	nature	of	disciplinary	knowledge,	knowledge	production,	and	the	
conceptual	 and	 paradigmatic	 underpinnings	 of	 theoretical	 work	 (Guzzini,	 2013;	 Jackson,	 2010).	
Theorizing	 in	this	way	 is	not	unique	to	global	 IR	or	non-Western	 IR	approaches.2	However,	 it	does	
challenge	key	metatheoretical	assumptions	of	realism.	That	is,	because	realism	is	largely	concerned	
with	explanatory	and	problem-solving	theorizing,	such	as	‘how	do	states	operate	under	conditions	of	






IR	 scholars.	 This	 group	 suggests	 that	 global	 IR	 “subsumes,	 rather	 than	 supplants,	 existing	 IR	























This	 reading	 of	 the	 global	 IR	 literature	 raises	 the	 following	 questions:	 Can	 realists	 address	 and	
contribute,	 from	within	their	paradigm,	to	the	 intellectual	debate	around	the	discipline’s	Western-
centrism?	Can	realist	theorizing	and	analysis	benefit	from	this?	If	so,	how	and	through	what	avenues?		
Some	global	 IR	 scholars	have	observed	 that	new	realist	variants	 such	as	NCR	have	become	“more	
relevant	to	the	non-Western	world”	because	they	draw	insights	from	it	(Acharya,	2014:	650).	As	such,	
realist	 insights	 continue	 to	 matter	 for	 the	 study	 of	 international	 relations	 (Schmidt,	 2014:	 468).	
Through	 colonialism	 as	 much	 as	 through	 globalization	 and	 associated	 processes	 of	 (forced	 and	
voluntary)	socialization,	formerly	firmly	Western	patterns	of	state	behavior	have	spread	across	the	
globe.	There	 is	 then,	at	a	basic	conceptual	 level,	a	case	to	be	made	for	 the	continued	 inquiry	 into	
notions	such	as	power,	anarchy,	and	balance	of	power	from	a	realist	perspective.	How	realists	describe	









and	 some	 states	 may	 be	 unable	 to	 “at	 any	 time	 use	 force”	 (Waltz,	 1954/2001:	 160).	 And	 yet,	
neoclassical	 realists	 argue	 that	 the	 anarchical	 environment	 is	 less	 strictly	 determinative	 than	





variables	 such	 as	 decision-makers’	 perceptions,	 domestic	 lobby	 groups,	 and	 resource	 extractive	
capacity	(Dueck,	2009:	139;	Taliaferro,	2006).	
When	 neoclassical	 realists	 complement	 neorealist	 concepts	 such	 as	 anarchy	 with	 domestic	
intervening	variables,	they	borrow	from	a	tradition	that	analyzes	domestic	variables	to	explain	the	















or	macro-patterns	 of	 behavior.	 In	 so	 doing,	 neoclassical	 realists	 “explain	 political	 behavior	 that	 a	
sparer	 structural	 realist	 theory	 cannot”	 (Ripsman	 et	 al.,	 2016:	 114).	 Further,	 unlike	 some	 earlier	
domestic	politics	approaches	NCR	has	largely	ignored	global	IR.	NCR	has	also,	as	elaborated	below,	
mostly	been	developed	as	an	American	(and	increasingly	also	European)	body	of	knowledge.	
And	 yet,	 NCR	 may	 anticipate	 three	 potential	 flaws	 of	 non-Western	 theorizing.	 If	 non-Western	
scholarship	 is	 perceived	 and	 perceives	 itself	 as	 ‘local’,	 decentered	 knowledge,	 it	 risks	 becoming	
trapped	in	an	exceptionalist	account	of	international	relations.	Such	an	account	limits	itself	to	ideas	
and	orientations	unique	 to	particular	 non-Western	 states	 (Biersteker,	 2009:	 311;	Hurrell,	 2016:	 6;	
Shahi,	 2019a:	 251).	 Certainly,	 there	 is	 ample	 reason	 to	 scope	 theoretical	 and	 empirical	 research	
around	 a	 particular	 non-Western	 state;	 in	 fact,	 such	 research	 may	 appropriately	 counteract	 IR’s	




side	 positioned	 against	 a	 one-dimensional	 view	 of	 the	West	 or	 Western	 theory	 on	 the	 other.	 It	
essentializes	Western	as	well	as	non-Western	 IR	and	hinders	 the	development	of	global	 IR	 (Shahi,	
2019a:	254).	When	we	posit	non-Western	experiences	and	scholarship	as	valuable	only	where	they	
differ	from	their	Western	equivalents,	we	reproduce	the	dichotomies	that	global	IR	challenges.	
What	 allows	 NCR	 to	 address	 these	 potential	 shortcomings	 of	 non-Western	 theorizing	 is	 that	 it	
attempts	to	theorize	progressively	and	bridge	materialism	and	idealism	as	well	as	structure	and	agency	
(C	 Brown,	 2013:	 488–489;	 Foulon,	 2015;	 Sears,	 2017;	 C	 Zhang,	 2017:	 291).	 NCR	 offers	 a	 way	 to	
operationalize	non-Western	knowledge	and	 scholars	within	a	 realist	 framework	 that	places	 causal	
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primacy	 in	 the	material	 structure	of	 the	 international	 environment.	 If	 global	 IR	 subsumes	existing	
knowledge	 from	 realism,	 it	 can	 include	 patterns	 of	 geopolitical	 competition,	 security	 threats,	 and	




to	 decision-makers.	 These	 decision-makers	 are	 tasked	 with	 deciphering	 structural	 incentives	 that	




less	 strictly	 when	 compared	 to	 neorealism.	 They	 argue	 that	 unit-level	 variables	 intervene	 in	 the	







constraints”	which	affect	 the	capabilities	 that	governments	can	extract	 from	society	 (quoted	 from	
Dueck,	2009:	139;	also	see:	Christensen,	1996:	11-13,	Lobell	et	al.,	2009:	37;	Rose,	1998:	162;	Zakaria,	
1998:	35–39).		
While	NCR	developed	a	rich	 literature	on	this	basis,	 it	has	created	 its	knowledge	mainly	 in	and	on	
North	America.	To	illustrate	this	point,	consider	the	96	scholars	who	published	149	works	on	NCR	until	





















started	 to	 contribute	 (Table	1).	During	1990-2009,	most	 case	 studies	 in	NCR	publications	were	on	
Western	states	 (Table	3).	Of	 the	NCR	scholars	who	published	NCR	works	between	2010-2019,	 the	




















	 1990-1999	 2000-2009	 2010-2019	 	
North	America	 7	 15	 27	 	
Europe	 0	 7	 41	 	
Asia	 0	 0	 8	 	
Africa	 0	 0	 2	 	
Latin	America	 0	 0	 0	 	


















	 1990-1999	 2000-2009	 2010-2019	 Total	
North	America	 4	 15	 32	 51	
Europe	 5	 31	 71	 107	
Asia	 5	 7	 32	 44	
Africa	 0	 1	 2	 3	
Latin	America	 0	 3	 0	 3	
Oceania		 0	 0	 2	 2	
Note:	The	table	presents	the	number	of	case	studies	about	states	in	the	respective	continent	used	in	neoclassical	


















Neoclassical	 realists	 employ	 intervening	 variables	 to	 examine	 the	 influence	 of	 culture;	 identity;	




that	 NCR	 lacks	 theoretical	 consistency,	 employs	 intervening	 variables	 ad	 hoc,	 and	 theorizes	 in	 a	
regressive	and	degenerative	manner	(Legro	and	Moravcsik,	1999;	Narizny,	2017;	Rathbun,	2008;	NR	
Smith,	2018;	Wivel,	2005:	367–370).	In	response,	NCR’s	advocates	order	their	intervening	variables	in	
two	ways:	One	is	to	systematize	the	 intervening	variables’	 likely	 interaction	and	influence	on	state	
behavior	 (Ripsman	et	al.,	2016).	Another	 is	to	categorize	the	different	 intervening	variables,	which	











the	 effect	 of	 domestic	 norms,	 ideas,	 ideologies,	 identities,	 and	 cultures	 evidently	 depends	 on	 the	











to	 squander	opportunities	 to	expand	 (Juneau,	2015).	 Sari	examines	how	 leaders	perceive	national	
interests	abroad	and	anticipate	domestic	public	support	at	home,	to	explain	Indonesian	foreign	policy	
vis-à-vis	Muslim	and	non-Muslim	separatist	groups	outside	its	borders	(Sari,	2019).	Moore	writes	that	
political	 identities	 and	 institutional	 regimes	 constrain	 South	 African	 and	 Brazilian	 foreign	 policy	
responses	to	external	threats	(Moore,	2011).	This	leads	emerging	powers	to	adopt	different	policies	
regarding	nuclear	weapons	 (Carpes,	 2014).	Other	 neoclassical	 realists	 explain	Chinese	 foreign	 and	
security	 policy.	 The	 intervening	 variables	 include	 China’s	 nationalism	 (Schweller,	 2018)	 and	 state	
society-relations	(Sørensen,	2013),	its	imperial	history,	and	narratives	around	strong	borders	(Chand	
and	Danner,	 2019:	 416).	 Verma	 analyzes	 the	 interaction	 and	 resource	 policies	 of	 India	 and	 China	
regarding	 oil	 in	 West	 Africa	 (Verma,	 2013).	 Still	 others	 combine	 neoclassical	 realist	 and	 post-








the	 individual	 characteristics	 of	 decision-makers	 reveals	 their	 individual	 subjectivity	 and	 lived	
experience.	This	affects	decision-makers’	beliefs,	operational	codes,	and	decision-making	styles	(He,	
2017).	 There	 should	 also	 be	 ample	 opportunity	 to	 integrate	 broader	 societal	 drivers	 of	 decision-
making,	 such	 as	 class,	 race,	 or	 gender,	 into	 a	 neoclassical	 realist	 framework.	 This	 invites	 further	
reflection	 on	 the	 assumptions,	 differences	 and	 similarities—as	 well	 as	 compatibility—between	 IR	














be	argued	 to	provide	plausible	avenues	 towards	global	 IR,	 it	provides	 strong	 inferential	 value	and	
generalizability	for	other	approaches	in	the	discipline.	
When	NCR	considers	 intervening	variables	 from	non-Western	cases,	 it	opens	 theoretical	 space	 for	
bottom-up	 theorizing	 on	 drivers	 of	 state	 behavior	 not	 currently	 captured	 by	 neoclassical	 realists.	
Existing	 intervening	 variables	 might	 pertain,	 as	 outlined	 above,	 to	 parliamentary	 politics,	 media	
pressures,	 lobby	 groups,	 ideology,	 resource	 extractive	 capacity,	 and	 public	 opinion’s	 pressure	 on	
government.	But	these	variables	may	not	be	applicable	in	the	same	way	to	non-Western	cases.	For	
example,	Zhang	argues	that	in	China	rural	residents	take	collective	action	against	their	government	
officials	 through	petitions	which	 the	Communist	party	organizes	 (C	Zhang,	2017:	286).	This	 role	of	











At	 this	 stage,	 two	 caveats	 must	 be	 made.	 First,	 when	 neoclassical	 realists	 integrate	 intervening	
variables	from	non-Western	cases,	they	cannot	lend	variables	other	than	systemic	stimuli	causal	force.	
Neoclassical	realists	argue	that	international	and	domestic	variables	interact	to	produce	foreign	policy	
choices	 or	 systemic	 outcomes.	 However,	 for	 neoclassical	 realists	 the	 international	 environment’s	
anarchical	 nature	 provides	 the	 key	 impetus	 for	 state	 behavior.	 Second,	 neoclassical	 realists	must	
carefully	consider	NCR’s	paradigmatic	assumptions.	The	proliferation	of	intervening	variables	in	NCR	
has	already	led	to	charges	of	eclecticism	and	overreach	(Guzzini,	2004;	Narizny,	2017).	However,	NCR	
is	not	an	eclectic	approach	 in	 the	sense	 its	critics	employ.	Neoclassical	 realists	usually	adhere	to	a	
materialist-structuralist	 ontology	 and	 soft	 positivist	 epistemology—that	 is,	 they	 acknowledge	 that	
social	reality	imposes	limits	on	what	can	be	known	and	what	variables	can	be	controlled	(Hadfield-




can	 include	new	 intervening	variables	 from	non-Western	cases	pertaining	 to,	 for	example,	 socially	
produced	ideas	or	cultural	practices	(Sterling-Folker,	2002,	75-77).	However,	this	requires	neoclassical	






also	 open	 to	 new	 thought,	 baselines,	 and	 foundational	 texts.	 In	 its	 intellectual	 roots,	 realism	 as	
conventionally	used	and	taught	in	IR	today	originates	in	and	largely	is	a	product	of	Western	thought	
and	the	European	historical	experience.	Realists	frequently	hark	back	to	thinkers	such	as	Weber,	Carr,	
Niebuhr,	 and	Morgenthau.	 And	 yet,	 recent	 scholarship	 highlights	 the	 importance	 of	 non-Western	
thinkers	and	their	frequently	overlooked	contributions	to	concepts	such	as	power,	force,	statehood,	
and	anarchy	(Acharya,	2014:	648;	Johnston,	2012;	Shilliam,	2010;	K	Smith,	2018;	Tickner	and	Waever,	
2009).	 This	 points	 to	 more	 innovative	 understandings	 of	 what	 thought	 and	 concepts	 constitute	
realism.	Islamic	mirrors	for	sultans	and	Ibn	Khaldun’s	writings	may	be	used	to	interrogate	concepts	
such	 as	 hegemony	 or	 balance	 of	 power;	 to	 examine	 the	 ideational	 influence	 of	 Islam	 and	 Islamic	
society	regarding	sovereignty;	or	to	conceptualize	the	ontological	divide	between	the	international	
and	the	domestic	 levels	 (Blaydes	et	al.,	2018;	Kalpakian,	2008).	 Indian	scholarship	on	 international	
relations	 has	 grappled	 with	 themes	 associated	 with	 realism,	 for	 example	 in	 Kautilya’s	 writings	























thinkers	 conceptualize	 concepts	 such	 as	 power	 and	 explain	 the	 inevitable	 limits	 of	 how	 their	
interpretation.		
Global	Perspectives	and	Scholarship	
A	 closely	 linked	 avenue	 of	 how	NCR	 can	 contribute	 to	 global	 IR	 is	 by	 bringing	 regional	 and	 local	
perspectives	and	non-Western	scholarship	to	bear	on	the	analysis	of	international	relations.	To	do	so	
effectively	 necessitates	 scholars	 to	 develop	 creative	 research	 designs	 and	 collaborate	 across	
disciplines	and	area	studies.	This	allows	scholars	to	better	explain	empirical	puzzles	and	conceptual	
















starting	 point	 unites	 neoclassical	 realists	 (Rathbun,	 2008:	 312).	 Then	 it	 examines	 how	 domestic	
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variables	 transmit	systemic	 incentives	and	produce	 foreign	policy	choices	or	 long-term	patterns	of	
behavior	—	including	of	non-Western	states,	be	they	great	powers	or	smaller	states.	
This	 stepwise	 introduction	 of	 global	 perspectives	 and	 scholarship	 encourages	 scholars	 to	 develop	
innovative	research	designs	and	to	collaborate	across	disciplines,	area	studies,	and	scholars	placed	in	
the	West	and	non-West.	 In	turn,	 this	requires	scholars	to	extend	their	networks,	associations,	and	










practices	 translate	 systemic	 incentives	 into	 foreign	 policy	 and	 grand	 strategy.	 It	 is	 based	 on	
coproduction,	 co-authorship,	 and	 innovative	 research	 designs.	 This	 includes	 comparative	 analysis,	
historical	 case	 studies,	 and	 quantitative	 and	 qualitative	 discourse	 analysis.	 Second,	 it	 facilitates	
knowledge	production	that	better	explains	foreign	policy	and	strategies	of	non-Western	states.	In	that	
way,	NCR	can	address	 issues	concerning	elitist	modes	of	knowledge	production	that	normalize	the	





























non-Western	 states’	 processes,	 behaviors,	 and	 their	 potentially	 system-wide	 effects.	 Neoclassical	






produced.	 If	 neoclassical	 realists	 want	 to	 develop	 a	 neoclassical	 realist	 theory	 of	 international	
politics—and	not	just	a	Western	variant—they	must	engage	with	and	incorporate	the	many	origins	of	
IR,	 of	 realism,	 and	 of	 its	 core	 concepts.	 If	 they	 fail	 to	 do	 so,	 they	 risk	 perpetuating	 the	Western,	





concepts,	 and	 methodologies.	 If	 global	 IR	 scholars	 leave	 their	 relationship	 with	 realist	 thought	




















to	 IR	that	“[w]ithout	epistemology,	we	simply	reproduce	dominant	strains	of	 IR,	only	 in	a	reflexive	
format”	 (Waever	and	Tickner,	2009:	18).	The	next	 step	might	well	 include	 rethinking	carefully	 the	
realist’s	 own	 positionality	 vis-à-vis	 her	 study	 objects	 as	 well	 as	 the	 concepts	 and	 knowledge	 she	











The	 case	 from	 global,	 postcolonial	 and	 non-Western	 IR	 against	 realism	 relates	 to	 universal	 and	
ahistorical	claims,	to	denying	agency	to	actors,	and	to	parochial	knowledge	production.	This	means	
that	neorealism	in	particular	may	be	inadequate	to	explaining	the	problems	and	dynamics	of	conflict,	






NCR	 is	 a	 recent	 variant	 of	 a	 scholarly	 tradition	 that	 re-introduces	 domestic	 politics	 into	 systemic	
analysis:	a	variant	that	has	largely	ignored	global	IR.	Responding	and	contributing	to	the	growth	of	
non-Western	theories	in	IR	enriches	NCR.	It	opens	NCR	to	considering	and	integrating	global	cases,	
questions,	 thought,	and	scholarship.	This	 is	possible	because	NCR	 is	 less	bound	to	universalist	and	
structural-materialist	 theorizing	 than	neorealism	 is.	NCR	bridges	 structure	and	agency	 in	mid-level	










of	 these	 dynamics	 and	 to	 conceptualize	 their	 effects.	 While	 this	 requires	 a	 careful	 reading	 of	
conceptualization	and	meaning	in	non-Western	political	thought,	it	provides	fertile	common	ground	
to	develop	global	perspectives	and	cases	within	an	NCR	framework.	Within	NCR,	local	dynamics	cannot	








avenues	 to	 global	 IR	 encourages	 creative	 research	 design,	 scholarly	 collaboration,	 and	 bottom-up	
theorizing.	 NCR	 holds	 much	 potential	 to	 generate	 greater	 insights	 into	 how	 non-Western	 states	













1997;	 Balci,	 2015;	 Behera,	 2010;	 Frasson-Quenoz,	 2016;	 Inoguchi,	 2009).	 Others	 offer	 different	






versa,	we	 contribute	directly	 towards	better	 theory	 in	 general.	As	 suggested	above,	 such	opening	
needs	to	come	with	an	awareness	that	questions	and	concepts	may	not	travel	easily	(Biersteker,	2009:	
324).	 Adequately	 reflecting	 on	 such	 cross-fertilization	most	 likely	 requires	 scholars	 to	 collaborate	
across	fields	of	expertise,	cases,	and	theoretical	orientation.	






and	 integrates	 global	 questions,	 cases,	 and	 perspectives,	 might	 promise	 a	 normatively	 more	
defensible	direction	in	realist	theorizing.7 	We	have	foregone	further	discussion	of	this	question,	not	
because	we	deem	it	unimportant	but	because	it	is	theoretically	and	metatheoretically	separate.	
Exploring	new	avenues	to	explain	international	relations	is	a	prerequisite	for	developing	a	more	global	
IR.	It	allows	a	reconsideration	of	realism	and	global	IR	for	inquiry,	theory,	and	knowledge	production.	
	
7	See	also	C	Zhang	(2017:	291)	and	F	Zhang	(2012:	96-97)	for	an	argument	to	render	realism	more	normatively	defensible,	
focusing	on	Confucian	morality	and	realism.	
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Travelling	these	new	avenues	and	fleshing	them	out	conceptually	and	empirically	should	be	of	interest	
to	realists	in	a	discipline	increasingly	critical	of	Western	bias;	and	to	global	IR	scholars	grappling	with	
the	very	dichotomies	between	West	and	non-West	they	set	out	to	challenge.	
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